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The doll and the monstrous human being 

 
Introduction 

 

“Adults have lost the ability to play with dolls.” 1 

 

With this qoute from Henrik Ibsen, my paper and thus my chase after complexities, 

takes it´s beginning. Questioning dualisms and promoting a feministic view, I have 

come to believe and seek comfort in the monstrous doll, the human monster and the 

doll like monster. Although dolls can be seen as strongly connected to women, the 

gender aspect will not be the main focus in my paper. Hence, rather then being a 

starting point, the gendered doll (and monster) serves as enriching concluding 

thoughts. 

     Throughout her/history, monsters have been defying our imagination, causing 

ruptures in the web of humanity and what it is to be a human being. Serveral feminist 

theorists have also been writing about and theoterizing around the monster as a 

promising borderland figure2. This borderland creature indeed serves its purpose in 

feminist science studies and in this paper I investigate and develop the relationship 

between the human and the monster by introducing another being, the doll. By using a 

Venn diagram where I’m interested in the fourth overlapping field, I strive to avoid a 

dualistic view comparing human and monster as two seperated entities.  

     Just as the monster, the doll has caught serveral theorists interest and also being 

portrayed in a range of different ways. To mention a few; Ibsens play A Doll´s 

House3, Disney´s Toy Story4, the French street perform artists Royale de Luxe5 and 

not least Barbie6 who certainly has become an icon with thousands of collectors and 

players7. Nevertheless, to combine these two creatures and also analyzing them in the 

light from humanity has not, from what I´ve seen, been problematized much further.  

                                                 
1 Newton 2003:26 
2 see for instance Haraway (1997) and Braidotti (1996) 
3 Durbach 1991 
4 Newton 2003:29 
5 STV 2 Arty 2006-11-07 
6 Rogers 1999; Hopkins 1996:55; Attfield 1996:80-89 
7 Rogers 1999:86-111 
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     My intent is hence to, besides the monster, which seems to disrupt and challenge 

traditional dichotomies8, give voice to yet another aspect. By introducing the doll, 

theories concerning the relationship between human and monster can be seen in a 

somewhat different perspective. Using the term dollness9 I understand dolls as well as 

monsters as rewarding metaphors for understanding humanity and what it is 

considered to be. Both the doll and the monster can be seen as inappropriate others10, 

their bodies are hybrid bodies, anomalous bodies11. Saying this, my aim can thus be 

compared with the use of cyborgs; I claim that, just as the cyborg, the doll and the 

monster presented in a Venn diagram can challenge traditional dualisms as human-

machine, animal-machine and organism-artefact12 as well as woman-man. 

 

Understanding the monster and the doll 

The doll as well as the monster is indeed tickling human fantasy, a fantasy that is 

often restricted by every day life13. Allowing fantasies and plays with these beings 

releases us temporarily from the duties of our institutionalized life. As well as giving 

(a limited) room and time for fantasy and game, the doll and the monster also serve as 

efficency dividers between the human and the non-human. With their anomalous 

utterly appearence they are strictly separated from what is considered to be human. 

However, having their residence in the margins, as inappropriate others they also 

harbour great potential. To use a phrase from Donna Haraway, emerging from the 

marginals, theory is best cultured14. In marginal spheres, theoretical approaches are 

thus allowed to thrive in new directions. Investigating Haraway further, being an 

inappropriate other ”means to be diffracting rather than reflecting”15, inappropriate 

others hence turn the reflection to appear as something else. What is notable is the 

obscure reflexivity into what is considered to be inappropriate and appropriate is a 

constant subject for questions16. Therefore, introducing the doll to the monstrous 

                                                 
8 compare http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/monsters.html; Shelley 1999 
9 I was introduced to the term dollness at the conference of SECT (Seminar of Experimental Critical 
Theory) in UCI the summer of 2006. Discussing the lecture given by Judith Halberstam where she 
showed examples of how the doll actually can challenge hegemonic ways of understanding gender 
roles, sexuality and kinship, the group came to reflect upon the dollness of humanity. 
10Lykke 1996:17; Haraway 1991:181; http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/monsters.html 
11 Braidotti 1996:138f 
12 compare Mellström 2003:260 
13 Rogers 1999:154 
14 http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/monsters.html 
15 http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/monsters.html 
16 Hendershot 1996:90 
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discourse helps enveloping and hence sharpens what is considered to be the human 

body. For just as monsters, the doll can neither be defined as human nor non-human17.  

In order to grasp the complex intra action between the human, the doll and the 

monster, I´ll sketch the picture of how monsters have been explained and manifested 

traditionally. Starting from the (indeed very wise) beginning, the Latin translation of 

monster is ”an object of display”18 that is something that is object for peoples 

attention. And indeed, just as Rosi Braidotti is describing it, throughout time, 

monsters have been exhibited in different ways; objects for fascination, fear or 

ridicule19 Actions like these often have racist and orientalistic undertones20. But there 

is certainly an aspect of power in their appearances, monsters represent the 

uncontrolled part of nature, being neither a stranger nor belonging to the human 

family21. The monster takes place in Donna Haraways borderland and is therefore 

threatening to established borders with humanity. As Braidotti describes it,”[t]he real 

enemy is within”22. 

     It´s hard to talk about monsters without mentioning Mary Shelley’s uncanny novel 

Frankenstein or the Modern Prometheus (1999). The story about Victor Frankenstein 

and the monster inside us is certainly thwarting dualisms and fixed borders. Giving 

life to the monster which he throughout the book tries to escape from, Frankenstein 

behaves more and more monstrous himself. The reader is invited to follow how this 

being murders and devastates the family of Frankenstein, leaving only Victor 

suffering. Certainly it´s a nerve-racking book were the monsterous charecteristics also 

gain an obvious place within the human. This can be seen in the following quote;  

 

I expected this reciption,” said the deamon. ”All men hate the wretched; 

how then, must I be hated, who am miserable beyond all living things! Yet 

you, my creator, detest and spurn me, thy creature, to whom thou art 

bound by ties only dissoluble by the annihilation of one of us.23  

 

                                                 
17 compare Lykke 1996:14 
18 Braidotti 1996:135 
19 ibid 1996:135f 
20 ibid 1996:143 
21 ibid 1996:137,141 
22 ibid 1996:141 
23 Shelley 1999:126 
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Undeniable, Victor and the monster are dependent on, and tied to each other, in such a 

way that demands annihilation of one of them in order for this dependancy to be 

resolved. 

As I mentioned before, monsters can be seen as representing the uncontrolled part of 

nature. And indeed, the wretch in Shelley’s novel is always portrayed outside, in the 

dark, under trees, behind bushes and close to rivers, moving easliy and following 

Victor Frankenstein all the way to the Scottish highlands. Hence, the monster forms a 

treacherous part of the nature.  

     Interestingly, and with connection to the discussion above, Shelley is also 

depicting the monster as a gendered being, a man, a he and in the extension a him. 

Drawing on this, there seem to be a close connection between the man and the 

monster, a rather indisputable fact and something I will return to later. Nevertheless, 

what can be mentioned now is how men and men´s bodies are often to be understood 

as natural and obvious while women´s bodies to a larger extent are subject to change 

(see Balsamo 1996).   

     Explaining this I would like to claim that the doll, on the other hand (or maybe not 

even that far) is representing the uncontrolled part of culture. In order to investigate 

the above statement, I would like to detain for a while by the ethymylogic 

explaination of doll or docka, in Swedish translated as förfärdigad människofigur24. 

Here, focus lies on the construction process and the explaination also emphasizes the 

doll as a human - although a constructed figure. And certainly, the bodies of the dolls 

are plastic and thus encouraging reshaping25 and cultivating. 

     However, judging the doll as merely a bodily phenomenon, an object or an artefact 

would be a mistake. Scrutinizing for instance Barbie, one understands how she and, I 

stress, the doll in general can be said to go beyond being defined as toys and objects. 

Max Weber for instance, argues for the use of fetish. Everything (my italics), he 

claims, can become a fetish, but what is preferred is human shapes. Fetishes can also 

be understood as objects with charisma and being fetishised, dolls are standing for “a 

provocation to desire and possession”26. Moreover, the doll, I would claim, is 

certainly not limited by these designations. As the ethymological translation suggests, 

                                                 
24 http://runeberg.org/nfbf/0330.html 2006-10-24. My translation in English; a constructed human 
figure      
25 Hopkins 1996:52f; Rogers 1999:113 
26 Rogers 1999:80 
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within the doll, there lays a sence of humanity, or to challenge further, within the 

human, there lies a sence of dollness. 

     The crucial thing about dolls is their way of looking back when one looks at them 

and also how they tend to answer27 and meet the human mind. Dolls certainly respond 

to humans in a range of ways. Being constructed to close their eyes, talk, cry and even 

to walk, their human like appearance certainly defies established borders. Recogniced 

as more than an artifact, the doll harbors a unaccontable sense of acctually being able 

to percieve. A sense of uncanniness and uncertainty easily occurs in depictions of the 

doll. Hindering rational and logical conclusions, one easily get struck with fascination 

of the ambigiuty in the doll and it´s ability to look animated28 equipped with 

characteristics like talking, crying, falling asleep and waking up. As if it was alive. 

Silence and I use this moment for lingering on to the emphasize on these two words. 

As if. Surely it tells the reader something about a failed closeness. Hence, the doll is a 

phenomenon understood as manifesting itself, as if it was alive. However what is 

breathing behind those words is the very failure of actually being alive. That 

ambiguity is certainly disconcerting29. 

     Nevertheless, understanding the doll as a human like being, rather than a real 

human, also gives the child freedom to use the toy as s/he wants to30. Saying this also 

reveals an interesting twist. It is certainly fruitful to compare the use of dolls in adult 

horror movies with the occurrence of dolls like teletubbies, hobbits, power rangers 

and turtles, which is inhuman, mechanical and even monstrous characters which are 

easily accepted by children31. Here we can find both traces of both the monstrous doll 

and the doll like monster, characters which seem to worry adults more than children32. 

And maybe the responce to this crucial note is trust and recognition. Reading 

Leksaker och saker att leka med (1979), a book for employees within child care, one 

gets to understand the dolls as trustable and reliable, always being there, working as a 

projection of the child´s feelings but also as an extension of the child since they are 

human like beings rather than humans with independent personalities33. Here again 

the twoheaded Janus face, the as if, the unerving hybridisation, at least according to 

                                                 
27 Newton 2003:29 
28 Compare Robertson 2004:119 
29 Arty SVT 2 2006-11-07 
30 Newson 1979:79ff 
31 Newton 2003:35 
32 ibid 2003:35f 
33 Newson 1979:79ff, my italics 
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an adult perspective, can be depicted. Following Newton, I once again stress that 

crossing borders between human and doll indeed reveals an uncanny result34 but in 

different ways.  

     The doll can thus be said to serve both an object and a subject at the same time. 

Watching for instance the Disney Movie Pinocchio (1940), Disney actually manages 

to make the doll more alive then the real human character35. Here the double-edged 

portrait of the doll that wants to become a real boy allows for recognition of the 

wooden boy as more alive than the “real” boy. The double meaning, I claim, is also 

what makes it so interesting, why I also promote an understanding of the doll as a 

metaphor, an artifact as well as a being. The tensions between these terms can be seen 

in Michael Newton’s article (2003) where he compares the doll with an actor. Just 

like the actor, he explains, the doll is always double, at the same time being itself and 

representing another36. Newton’s statement collaborates well with my own ideas. It 

drives me to make further connections, defying the imagination to pave way for intra 

actions between the doll and the monster. For this doubleness is certainly what I think 

can be found in the doll as well as the monster: both being manifested as physical 

appearance as well as metaphors, both being inanimated and immortal at the same 

time37. 

 

Comparing two borderland beings 

Delving deeper into the dollness of the monster and the monstous doll, more 

similarities are to be revealed. Starting with Michael Newton (2003) and Mary 

Shelley (1999), what I would say constitutes the doll as well as the monster is their 

somewhat primitive appearance and limited mind38.  They somehow tend to bridge 

the human and the non human. Following Newton further, with the doll (and, as I 

claim, the monster) something inanimate is brought to life, something inhuman is 

humanised and turned into a conscious other39 as we also can see in Shelley´s novel40.  

     Newton also writes about the close relationship between the savage, the child and 

the doll, claiming that the doll serves as a fetish to the savage as well as the child. 
                                                 
34 Newton 2003:30 
35 Newton 2003:33 
36 Ibid 2003:34 
37 compare Newton 2003:34 
38 Newton 2003:26; Shelley 1999:67f 
39 Newton 2003:26 
40 Shelley 1999:67 
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Moreover, the child is compared to the savage in their primitive thoughts, their 

outsideness of both the human and the adult world41 and, as mentioned, their use of 

the doll as a fetish. Allowing these three borderland creatures to occur within the 

same discourse gives rise to uncertainty in how to act in their precense. In an 

interview with the artist Laurie Simmons concerning her project of photographing 

dolls in doll houses, she tells how she was almost ashamed the first time she took 

pictures of a doll in a doll house. She mentiones how she felt like a little girl playing 

and I interpret the situation as Simmons experience herself as being naughty taking 

pictures of people without their knowledge.    

     The body of the monster as well as the doll is also a profitable discussion. 

Comparing these two bodily appearances, we see that they are absurd in two different 

ways, while the monstrous body is deformed and scary, the doll is often depicted as 

too perfect, representing the idealized (female42) body43. Mary F Rogers also 

describes how dolls are reminders of as well as substitutions for the flesh; doll and 

woman symbolize one another44, their bodies being subject to constant changes. 

      To tear bodily matters in even smaller stripes, I promote that the body of the doll 

as well as of the monster can preferably be seen in the light from Anne Balsamos 

(1996) term technobodies, a term that lies close to the postmodern body. 

Understanding the Postmodern body is to participate in a complex process where the 

phenomenon which traditionally has been understood as a unity, is falling into pieces 

and fragments and no longer recognised as natural45. Technobodies (which from my 

point of view, are possible extensions of the Postmodern body) according to Balsamo, 

are boundary figures belonging in two previously separeted disciplines, the organic 

and the technological/cultural46. Operating on the same premisses as Cyborgs, they 

are uncomfortable, ambigous and besides they are thwartening closures. Hence, I 

stress the doll as well as the monster as being part of the cultural formation of 

technobodies47. Technobodies as well as Postmodern bodies are fragmented and can, 

as Balsamo depicts in her book, be shaped and controlled within the blend of natural 

                                                 
41 Newton 2003:26 
42 I´m aware of the fact that not all dolls are women. Barbies boyfriend Ken is one example of a famous 
man doll. Saying this, the aim in my starting point is nevertheless to (as mentioned earlier) focus on the 
doll as a borderland being rather than a gendered object.  
43 Hopkins 1996:49f 
44 Rogers 1999:115 
45 Rogers 1999:123ff 
46 Balsamo 1996:5 
47 compare Balsamo 1996:159 
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and cultural discourses. However, being shaped is carrying the very violence of being 

shaped in itself, namely the risk of being mis-shaped. Cause things can go wrong as 

was the case with Victor Frankensteins monster48.  

     As mentioned before, the connection between the doll (in particular the Barbie 

doll) and the woman/girl49 are strong. Just as women´s bodies, as I´ve illustrated the 

physical shape of the dolls as constant subjects to change. Evident it may seem, but 

considering this particular toy as gendered50, the doll has traditionally and still is 

considered as a girl’s toy while boys often have been playing (more roughly) with 

stick horses and later cars51. The rough treatment of horse and cars is also why not so 

many of these toys are preserved52. However, pulling the argument further one also 

see how the gendered aspect also restricted the girls in their play. The monster on the 

other hand, as I´ve claimed, is often depicted as a male and also equipped with 

masculine characteristics. Often these beings are portraited as giants, wretches with a 

physical strength which exceeds the human capability. See for instance this qoute 

from Frankenstein;  

 

As I said these words, I perceived in the gloom a figure which stole from 

behind a clump of trees near me; I stood fixed, gazing intently: I could 

not be mistaken. A flash of lightning illuminated the object, and 

discovered its shape plainly to me; its gigantic stature, and the deformity 

of its aspect, more hideous than belongs to humanity, instantly informed 

me that it was the wretch, the filthy deamon, to whom I had given life53  

 

Women are here often victimized and killed by the monstrous being as in Mary 

Shelley’s book (1999). Interesting to mention is also how the monster of Victor 

Frankenstein can be compared to the portrait of Victor´s step sister, and later on his 

wife, Elizabeth. Depicting her like a cherub (maybe a borderland being as well?) with 

blue eyes, golden hair, sensible and sweet and hence subject for everyone`s love54 

enhances the groutesque wretch. 

                                                 
48 Shelley 1999 
49 Robertson 2004:128 
50 Hendershot 1996:91; www.algonet.se/~agora/ada/ada/itq/tjejspel.html 2006-11-03 
51 Pylkkänen 1961:6; Oldenziel 1997:65f 
52 Pylkkänen 1961:6 
53 Shelley 1999:94 
54 Ibid 1999:33ff 
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     Concluding the circle, I once again refer to the Venn diagram. Using this model 

reveals the close connection, not only between the doll and the human but also 

between the monster and the doll and in the extension even (as we´ve seen above) 

between what is considered as typical female and masculine traits. This is also one of 

the achivements by adding the doll as yet another aspect. Nevertheless, playing along 

with the terms creates waves on the water surface, unstoppable waves. For how can 

we find connections between the monster and the woman? And what are the 

connections between the monster and the doll? 

 

The female monster and the monstrous doll 

In this final section, I am introducing two empirical phenomenons that both contain a 

gendered mixture of the monster and the doll, Shelley Jacksons Patchwork Girl 

(1995) and the movie Seed of Chucky (2004). Examples of a monsterous female body 

can be seen in Jacksons digital non-linear narration, a fragmanted story which indeed 

blurrs the border between the monster and the doll like woman. Following fragments 

of texts, the reader is presented to a dead woman, her body consisting of more than 

twelve organs sewn together with thick stitches. In the story, different parts of her are 

buried within different pieces of text and in order to understand what has happened to 

her, one has to collect body parts. Futher, the parts and organs are not her own, they 

belong to different people, people whose stories are told as more parts are revealed. 

Looking at her physical appearance in the introduction site, the women indeed follows 

the hegemonic norms of how a body should look like. Still, consisting of pieces sewn 

together quite carelessly she becomes a modern female monster. Together these body 

parts and organs are creating a fragmented whole, at the same time as the very 

existence of the body as one is scrutinized. As expressed;  

 

”The body is a patchwork, though the stitches might not show/…/ 

they are certainly not what we think of as objects, nor are they simple 

appendages, directly responsible to the concious brain.”55  

 

The animated movie Seed of Chucky (2004) illustrates another example of how to 

manifest the close link between humans, dolls and monsters. Here we are introduced 

                                                 
55 http://web.mit.edu/comm-forum/papers/jackson/html 2005-10-21 
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to a doll family with the (scary) capability and also a deeprooted pleasure in murder, 

Chucky, Tiffany and their child Glen/Glenda. Balancing on the border between 

human and inhuman, the family is frightening Hollywood, killing directors and 

puppet masters in the movie they are a part of. While Chuckey and Tiffany are 

explicitly directed and controlled by the human hand in the movie, their behaviors in 

real life are impossible to control and therefore indeed scary. This becomes clear in 

one scene were a manufacturer is opening a door for electronics in the back of Tiffany 

for a quick check at the machinery. Instead of the mechanics and cables, he discovers 

living organs and a heart beating inside, something that makes him terrified. This 

example illustrates how the interactions between the humans and the dolls in the 

movie, interactions based on an assumption as if Chucky and Tiffany were alive is 

never to be fullfilled. However, returning to the scene, the second after the discovery, 

Tiffany turns her head around and looks straight into the manufactuer´s eyes, 

whereupon she and Chucky run amok and strangle him with a wire.  

     Patchwork Girl (1995) and Seed of Chucky (2004) are interesting depictions of 

borderland creatures, not only for questioning humanity but also for conveying the 

female monster and the monstous doll. Understanding these beings as gendered and 

subject to constant negotiations it´s fruitful for seeing how the monster, the doll and 

the human can feed of from each other. Hence, in the forth overlapping field in the 

Venn diagram, I´m reserving a place for the female monster and the monstrous doll, 

being happy that they actually are to be found, not only within a theoretical 

framework but also in the institutionalized life of everyday. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So, to summarize, I once again present the (slightly changed) Venn diagram 

introduced in my abstract. Hopefully this paper has sorted things out or to put it 

somewhat different, complexed yet another category. I would like to ask the reader to 

return to the very beginning, the quote of Ibsen and the crucial question that follows; 

have adults lost their ability to play with dolls? Indeed, this very paper has been a play 

of categories and challenging dichotomies. A very important play I would say. 

Finding the dollness in humans as well as monsters, shows that traditional dualisms 

are blurring into each other. By adding the doll as yet another metaphor to concern, 

the two sided relationship between monster and human are being enriched by the doll.  

     As stated above, the monster can be seen as representing the uncontrolled part of 

nature whereas the doll, as I suggested, represents the uncontrolled part of culture 

However, melting together in a Venn diagram, the close interfaces between what can 

be described as nature and culture, human, doll and monster, man and women also 

become visualized and put under scrutinizing. Saying this, the search for the dollness 

within humanity is to be continued.  
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